Effects of methylmercury on the motor and sensory innervation of the rat extensor digitorum longus muscle.
This histochemical study examined the effects of chronic methylmercury (MeHg) intoxication on the motor and sensory innervation of extensor digitorum longus muscles. Light microscopic examination of silver-stained axons in the intramuscular nerve bundles of MeHg-treated rats showed Wallerian-like degeneration and a reduction in the number of nerve fibers. Disrupted axons were predominantly sensory because 22.2% of spindle afferents (Ia) and 90.0% of Golgi tendon organ (Ib) sensory fibers were completely degenerated whereas less than 1% of motor endings were totally destroyed. Partial disruption occurred in the cholinesterase and motor terminals of 13.7% of endplates. Our results demonstrated greater vulnerability of sensory nerves than of motor nerves to MeHg-induced degeneration. Thus, the abnormal reflexes, ataxia, and muscle weakness following MeHg poisoning appear related to reduction of proprioceptive feedback from muscles and tendons in addition to the documented lesions in the central nervous system.